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She floated in her white wedding dress on the green water of the canal; the young woman floated on her back and had roses in her hair. She gazed up at the sky.


It was a cold day in spring and yet the whole city was dancing.


May 1, Berlin, techno.


Two helicopters circled above Görlitzer Park, but they were flying far too close to one another; what if they touched, what if they plummeted from the sky into the dancing crowd?


But were there really two helicopters circling above us? Maybe it was just one; having been awake for more than twenty-four hours I might be seeing double.


Dancing next to me by the canal were a Colombian draughtswoman, a Croatian roofer, a Portuguese waitress, a Syrian IT guy, an Indian girl who could breathe fire, and a very tall, very thin, bearded Russian who described himself as a mystic. The Russian, Ivan, was the only one I knew.


All of them were wide awake yet deathly tired, and they all shared what they had on them: cocaine, MDMA, ketamine, speed, beer and vodka.


The sun was a silvery disc and I wondered how that was possible. It was as if the moon had strayed into the day.


I saw the young woman in the wedding dress floating on the water and I thought, everything’s right and everything’s wrong. A disco ball spun in a tree.


Once upon a time that was me up there, in the helicopter in the sky above the city, above the park, above the canal, and I know what you can see with the camera from up there: everything and nothing. You see nothing but a mass of bodies moving to electronic music by the canal in the middle of the day, but up in the helicopter you can’t hear the music as you circle the park; the engine noise is far too loud.


The young woman in the wedding dress floated down the canal on her back, gazing up at the sky.


Then a bird landed on her chest and pecked at her, but nobody apart from me seemed to notice the girl and the bird. All the ravers by the bank and on the narrow, packed bridge above the canal kept dancing as if everything was normal.


Berlin’s got more bridges than Venice, Csaba once said, and Gianni rolled his eyes.


– Infinity, what’s that supposed to be? the Croatian roofer said to the Russian mystic. Nothing’s infinite, as every child knows. A white powder was being passed around.


*


Hello helicopter.


Hello Venice.









– Everything has a beginning and an end, the Croat said.


– If everything has a beginning and an end, then there’s no infinity, the Syrian IT guy said. But infinity does exist. It’s a series of numbers.


– Infinity is a circle, the mystic said.


– Infinity is a line, the Portuguese waitress said.


– Can’t any of you see the bird? I said. What kind of bird, the Indian girl asked, what bird? Then the Colombian draughtswoman changed the subject, does anyone know the story of the bird and the snake? No, the Syrian said, but does anyone know the story of the bee and the whale? And all the while the bird kept sitting on the chest of the young woman in the wedding dress. The Indian girl with the blueish-black make-up around her eyes took my hands.


Will someone call the police? I was about to say, is nobody going to call the police? And then I thought, hang on, there are police everywhere here, I mean, I’m a policeman myself, but I wasn’t a policeman anymore.


I’d been a policeman for twenty-three years, but now I wasn’t a policeman anymore; I was waiting for my trial.


Is anyone here a lifeguard? I thought.


– Don’t jump, said the Indian fire-eater who I’d met only a few hours ago at daybreak, beneath the railway bridge at Holzmarkt; don’t jump, and she kept holding my hands.


I took off my clothes and jumped into the canal.


The water was icy.


The young woman gazed up at the sky, not blinking once as I pulled her out of the water.


She was dead.


Her wedding dress slipped and I saw a tattoo on her left shoulder, a cornflower.


The music hadn’t stopped, the disco ball in the tree was still spinning, everyone was dancing, the dead woman now lay on the grass beside the canal, the helicopter roared directly above us and an ambulance siren cut through the music, coming ever closer.


– Let’s go, said the Indian girl who’d been waiting on the bank with my clothes. I’ll take you home.


For a moment it crossed my mind that the Indian girl might not be an Indian girl, but an Indian boy or both at once.


– What’s your name? I asked.


I stumbled and began to shiver, my entire body was shivering, and then we kissed, an endless kiss somewhere on the road during the long walk from Kreuzberg to Wedding.









Rays of sunshine slanted through the large windows of the old workshop. I heard a train pass by outside. I couldn’t remember how I’d got home. The Indian girl wasn’t there.


I was alone.


I had nothing on.


I wasn’t alone.


At the foot of the bed I’d woken up in, a grey-haired man was sitting perfectly still, with whitish-grey stubble and deep wrinkles in his face.


The man looked at me with sad eyes.


In the corner of the room lay a snake in a patch of sunshine on the old wooden floorboards.


Another train passed by the windows, but this time it seemed to be travelling backwards. The man with the sad eyes at the foot of the bed disappeared, as did the sound of the train, and then he was back, staring at me in silence.


– How did you get in here? Who are you? I asked.


For a long while the man said nothing.


– The door was open, he finally said.


– Who are you? I asked again.


– Someone pulled a young woman out of a canal, the young woman was wearing a wedding dress.


Yet another train passed, this time going forwards and backwards simultaneously.


– And then the dead girl’s lying in the grass beside the canal, the pale sun shining coldly in the sky, people dancing everywhere, and not stopping dancing, even though a young woman is dead. Who can understand that? You can’t understand it.


The grey-haired man was wearing a dark three-piece suit. He stretched out his arms for a moment as if he were going to dance.


– Maybe people are thinking the woman’s asleep. Maybe they haven’t even seen her. The police arrive. An ambulance arrives. Nobody knows who the young woman is. Nobody’s looking for her. Not a soul. No-one knows what her name is. And if no-one finds out what her name is she’ll end up in an unmarked grave. And that would be the saddest thing imaginable. It would be the saddest thing there is, wouldn’t it?


I tried to cover myself but I couldn’t move. The snake still lay motionless in the patch of sunshine, but perhaps the snake was just my belt, and for a moment I thought the man at the foot of my bed was me, but he was twenty-five or thirty years older than me; he was about seventy. He looked like a businessman, maybe from the south-east, maybe Turkey, maybe Armenia, maybe Syria, maybe Iran or Iraq.


The man said nothing. Said nothing for ages.


– You pulled the girl from the water. The girl lost her name. I’d really like to give the girl her name back. I’d like her to have a name again. Everyone has a name, don’t they? Maybe you can help me, the sad man then said.


– I don’t know who she is. I didn’t know her, I said.


– Yes, the man said.


– I’m not with the police anymore. I’m looking at six to ten years in prison.


– Yes, the man said again. I know. I know. And you talk to ghosts.


– I don’t like ghosts.


– But you talk to them, and you walked from Kreuzberg back to Wedding barefoot and half naked.









The next time I woke it was getting dark outside.


The sad man at the foot of the bed was no longer there.


The Indian girl wasn’t there.


The snake on the wooden floor was my belt.


Beside my clothes lay a pistol. It was my own service weapon, a SIG Sauer P6, but they’d confiscated the pistol from me when I was arrested over a year ago; it couldn’t be here. I closed my eyes, then opened them again and the gun had gone.


I got up, drank two glasses of cold water and showered for more than twenty minutes in a tiled corner of the former carpenter’s workshop. I dried myself with a towel that had belonged to my father and put on some clothes. I switched on the radio and squeezed a lemon. I recognised the presenter’s voice. I liked the way she spoke. The presenter spoke as if we’d known each other for years. She spoke as if we weren’t strangers. She spoke as if we could be friends.


I stood alone in the old workshop, my hands shaking, and listened to the voice on the radio. I ought to have been hungry, as I hadn’t eaten for two or three days, but I wasn’t hungry.


I drank the glass of lemon juice down in one.


A little later my hands had stopped shaking. The trains passed on the railway line outside the tall windows of the workshop. Some were commuter trains, others long-distance.


The old workshop in Gerichtstrasse, where I lived, had once been my father’s. He’d inherited it from his father. Like my grandfather, my father was a carpenter. He died when I was nineteen, by which time my mother had been dead for many years. She died when I was a child. After my father’s death I inherited the workshop and moved in here, but I didn’t become a carpenter. I joined the police.


As I left the workshop my eyes fell on a narrow strip of paper on the heavy iron door, which a child had once stuck there, the daughter of the Vietnamese greengrocer across the road. Her name was Vinh. The strip of paper that Vinh had stuck to the door was one of those you find in Chinese fortune cookies.


“Unforgettable moments will enlighten your journey.”


This was what the strip of paper said, and beside it the girl had drawn a little rabbit. Only Vinh and I knew it was a rabbit. Thanks to a scholarship, Vinh was now studying maths at Harvard. She was highly talented.


When Vinh was still a child and used to stand behind the till in her parents’ little shop, she occasionally gave me Chinese fortune cookies, and at the age of six or seven she adopted me, as she put it.


– You don’t have parents anymore. I will adopt you and later we’ll get married.


Katrin, my girlfriend at the time, didn’t like the child. The feeling was mutual.


I’d heard virtually nothing from Vinh for a year.


“Unforgettable moments will enlighten your journey.”


The strip of paper had been stuck on the door for years, I saw it every day, but it was a long time since I’d read what was written on it.


I went down the stairs and crossed the old industrial yard. It was getting dark.


Another train ran through the city on the railway line high above me.


Vinh’s mother was standing outside her shop on the other side of Gerichtstrasse. When she saw me she waved excitedly. She called something, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying because a car was driving past. I merely waved back and kept walking to Wedding station. A few dark clouds were gathering in the evening sky above the city. A warm wind was blowing. It looked like rain, but it was still a nice evening. After a cold spring, summer was finally on its way.









The police officers outside the entrance with machine pistols and bulletproof vests knew who I was. Once I’d been one of the best officers in the city, a drugs investigator, decorated several times. Then I was suspended. On suspicion of betraying official secrets. On suspicion of corruption, taking bribes, granting undue advantage, membership of a criminal association. Drug abuse. Obstructing the course of justice. Drug-dealing. Although the evidence against me was overwhelming I’d been waiting for more than a year for the public prosecutor to mount a case against me.


The police officers outside the entrance to Forensics used to give me a respectful nod, they might have said something, they might have shaken my hand, but now they looked straight through me as I entered the large, old building.


I was transparent. I was a ghost.


I went downstairs to the basement, along the wide underground corridor of the pathology department and opened a heavy door.


The young woman from the canal lay on a stainless-steel table in the cold light of the fluorescent tubes. She wasn’t wearing her wedding dress anymore.


Beside the metal table stood a blonde woman in a blue apron.


– Out, the woman in the apron said calmly. Just get out of here.


Then she pulled a white sheet up to the shoulders of the dead young woman on the table.









Katrin and I had known each other for more than twenty years.


There were photos of the two of us from another life. There were photos of us together in Venice.


There were photos of the two of us in Lisbon.


There were photos of us on motorbikes in Morocco.


In the photos we were in our early thirties. We had bags of energy.


There were photos of us in Bali. We’d learned to surf together.


There were photos of us on a dazzlingly bright day in the snow of the French Alps. We went diving together off the Indian coast. We parachuted together. There wasn’t a single sport in which Katrin wasn’t better than me. I remember the glow on her face of a fire on the beach and the gentle wind in her hair.


We went running every day. We had good sex, we didn’t take drugs, we didn’t drink much, we ate healthily, we were young, we both earned enough money, we were perfect and we’d tried to have a relationship like millions of other perfect people. We were a model couple and we were a template, the blonde woman from Dahlem and the boy from Wedding, the coroner and the policeman. She didn’t like my apartment beyond the railway line in the industrial yard in Gerichtstrasse that my father had used as a workshop, and I didn’t like her apartment in Auguststrasse that her parents had bought for her, partly as an investment for “later”.


She wanted to have children at some point; I said I wasn’t sure, but in truth I didn’t want any, even though I really may not have been sure, and then the boy ran out in front of my car and at a stroke nothing made sense anymore.









– Hi, I said.


– Hi, Katrin said, and then we fell silent. We were together for twelve years. She stayed behind the post-mortem table.


– Who is she? I said.


– No idea.


– And where’s she from?


A shrug.


– Did she drown?


– No, Katrin said. She didn’t drown.


Katrin looked at me.


– She burned. She melted.


The dead young woman on the metal table had long hair, dark brown, almost black.


Her eyes were closed now.


She still wore a trace of dark-red lipstick and some blue eyeshadow. She was stunning.


The young woman had melted, which in drug-squad and doctor speak meant she’d overdosed on MDMA or ecstasy: methylenedioxymethamphetamine. Her body temperature had risen and didn’t stop rising. She must have started to freeze and then to sweat, in all likelihood she’d foamed at the mouth and got cramps, her temperature eventually hit 42 degrees and the proteins in her body began to clump together, causing her organs to fail, and all the while she may have been seeing fairies and witches, perhaps unaware that she was already en route to the other side.


The young woman appeared to have simply fallen asleep on the metal table, but she hadn’t looked like that when she died. She’d writhed in agony and thrown up. She might have shat herself too, probably did, in fact. Nobody had called for a doctor, but a doctor wouldn’t have been able to do anything for her anyway. Someone had let her die and then looked after her as if she were their bride. After she died somebody must have washed her, put her in a wedding dress, applied lipstick and some blue eyeshadow. Someone had stuck flowers in her hair, laid her gently on the water and let her drift down the canal. She’d worn her wedding dress on the water.


There was a tattoo on the dead young woman’s shoulder, a flower in colours that bled.


It was a cornflower, its stalk disappearing beneath her shoulder blade. The tattoo looked as if someone had painted it in ink rather than etched it on her skin. It looked as if the canal water had made the blue of the petals run.


– How long was she in the water?


– Ten minutes, tops.


– How old is she?


– Early to mid-twenties, I reckon, Katrin said. After a pause she asked, What are you doing here?


– I pulled her out of the canal. I thought you might be able to tell me who she is. She doesn’t have a name.


Katrin briefly raised her left hand as if trying to repel something, as if she didn’t want something she couldn’t control to burst into her life.


All these years I’d never seen her make this gesture.


– Maybe you should take a look at her back, she said.


Tattooed on the dead woman’s back was a field full of flowers.


Cornflowers and poppies grew on the hills of her shoulder blades, a narrow river snaked its way through tall grasses and reeds down her spine, weeping willows stood beside a blue-green pond on which waterlilies bloomed. Her entire back was a sea of flowers that looked as if they’d been painted and the colours had run. This wasn’t just a tattoo, it was a watercolour etched into the skin. I’d never seen a tattoo like it.


– There’s bruising all over her body. But more striking are the scars, Katrin said. There are scars everywhere beneath the tattoo.


– What kind of scars? I said.


She shrugged.


– Old scratches. Cuts. Burns. Everything. Then there are old bone fractures that healed a few years ago. Legs, arms, ribs, collarbone.


– An accident?


– Perhaps.


Katrin looked sad, but tried not to let it show. She tried to smile like she’d always done.


– Ciao, Tommy, Katrin said when I left. She swept a strand of hair behind her ear. She tried to smile because all her life she’d never been able to not smile, even when there was nothing to smile about.


– Look after yourself.


There were photographs of us at the New York marathon. There were photos of us on a volcano in Hawaii.









I wandered back down the long basement corridor, climbed out of the underworld of pathology into the realm of the living and left the old building. Outside it was now dark. The streets were wet – it had rained in the meantime – but it was still surprisingly warm.


I thought of the young woman on the metal table who I’d held in my arms as I pulled her out of the water.


I thought of Katrin and the smile that I hadn’t been able to cope with anymore.


I walked across the city with a clear head, feeling sober. There were evenings, albeit fairly seldom, when I felt sober with a clear head, evenings when I was able to put one foot securely in front of the other, when I could remember everything, when for an hour or two I had sufficient energy to lay out and inspect all the shards inside my head, as if it weren’t my life there but just another case. There weren’t many evenings like this and they never ended well, because eventually I’d begin to cut myself on the shards laid out before me, every time.


I passed an Italian restaurant I often used to go to with Csaba. A waiter stood outside smoking. Gianni. Gianni was a friend of Csaba’s. For a while Gianni and I were sort of friends. Gianni used to be a heroin addict but had got over his addiction. Now, besides drinking, he only smoked weed and snorted coke.


– Come in, there’s nobody else here. We’ve got the place to ourselves, come on in, or is there somewhere else you’ve got to be?


The restaurant was empty, I was the sole guest. I told Gianni I only wanted water, but Gianni put a bottle of grappa on the table with two glasses. We drank one each, then another and then another.


*


Hello grappa.


Hello memory.


Hello Csaba.
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